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ABSTRACT
This paper addresses the challenge of bridgingseemingly incommensurable research traditions,

l.e. the IMP Group tradition related to qualitatiased descriptive interaction approaches on the one
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hand, and the focal company perspective linkedh® resource-based view of the firm with
quantitative approaches and the purpose of derigamgralizeable results on the other hand. Our
paper tries to find ways of cross-fertilisationweén these two research areas. The specific gfartin
point of this paper is represented by the objectivexploring the viability of dyadic analyses of
business relationships within a quantitative redealesign. Thus, this article asks whether or not
there is such a thing as a dyadic operationaligatie. the possibility of capturing the characics

of the relationship partners and their (inter)dejfgte and contingency on each other. The main
contribution of such research resides in the pdggitb open up more meaningful quantitative work
as part of the IMP Group tradition, as well as @mrig the often limited focal company perspective
of much existing neo-positivistic research on bessrelationships. Specifically, different ways of

using a dyadic unit-of-analysis based on monaditstaf-observations are discussed.
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Is there such a thing as a ‘dyadic operationalizadin'?
Some considerations regarding quantitative researchnd the interaction model

of business relationships

1. Introduction

Research in the tradition of the Industrial Markgtiand Purchasing (IMP) Group, using the
interaction model of business relationships, hamanly focused on qualitative and descriptive
methods. Especially case study analyses dominatbténature. This is due to the fact that business
relationships are seen to consist of interdepenaetiors whose activities within the relationship ar
contingent on each other. The perceptions andipations of the exchange partner’s intentions,
options, and activities, as well as the busineswiges themselves, limit companies’ operational
choices and strategic options with regard to hosy thct within business relationships. As such, the
relationship itself becomes the unit of analysighaf interaction model, the ‘in-between’ represents
the research phenomenon (thglanandur)) not the actions of firms. As the characterisb€®ach
relationship are unique, i.e. they are time anatespecific in their morphology, no ‘general’ rules
can be derived and only ‘thick’ descriptions whigte able to lay out the concrete make-up of a
business relationship are deemed to be possiblecd;l¢he dominance of case studies of business
relationships (or indeed of network structures Whace made-up from business relationships) in the
IMP.

This is in stark contrast with what can be called tAmerican’ model of business relationships.
Research in this tradition believes that, in linghwthe managerial and instrumental school of
marketing, business actors can to some extent el¢lc@imselves how to optimally behave within a
relationship. This perspective is influenced by tbgource-based view of the firm and conceptually
deals with business relationships as some kindynamhic capabilities. Although the relationships

are perceived to be somewhat constraint, e.g. @uesburce endowment, or contractual issues, this
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research tradition holds that using certain manalactivities in specific ways can enhance busnes
relationships with positive performance effectstfte company. Thus, certain managerial guidelines
regarding the use and combination of organizatioesburces are the aim of this kind of research
which needs to be derived (and generalised) froseming multiple business relationships. Out
outcome of taking this perspective is that it resuh an occasionally normative and often
quantitative methodological focus. The perspedtveot the business relationship itself, but irelin
with the managerial orientation, one focal compavithin a business relationship becomes the
central unit of analysis.

The challenge is to bridge these two seeminglyrmoensurable research traditions and understand
if they can cross-fertilise each other. The spedatarting point of this paper is represented &y th
objective of exploring the viability of dyadic agaés of business relationships within a quantieativ
research design. Thus, this article asks whethemadr there is such a thing as a dyadic
operationalization, i.e. the possibility to captaihe characteristics of the relationship partnerd a
their dependence and contingency on each othermEme contribution of such research resides in
the possibility to open up more meaningful quatititawork as part of the IMP Group tradition, as
well as enriching the often limited focal compangrgpective of much existing neo-positivistic
research on business relationships.

This conceptual article will proceed as followsitiadly, a parsimonious overview of existing
research on business relationships is providededas this, a model of five different types of
guantitative operationalizations of business retethips is derived. This is categorised via diffiere

unit of analysis underlying these operationalizagio

2. Research on Business Relationships

Firms search for ways to differentiate themsellesugh value creation in business relationships
(Ulaga and Eggert, 2006). . The importance of i@hships in business-to-business markets has been
emphasized by the IMP research group (Hakanss@&2,; Fbrd, 1984) by introducing the interaction

model. The Interaction approach focuses on théisakhip between the buying and selling firms as
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an interaction process. It argues that marketing amproach, which is concerned with optimal
combination and the contents of marketing mix,as appropriate when firms do not have a lot of
customers which can be treated in a standardizegl Waemphasizes the need to understand
interaction and relationship between buyers anérseh industrial markets (Hakansson et al., 1976;
Hakansson and Wootz, 1979). Anderson et al. (188Hmmended that business relationships to be
studied as dyads, emphasizing on the need for exagnihem within the broader business networks
within which they are embedded. They argued thatetifiects on the two partner firms in a dyadic
relationship are the primary functions; secondanctions (network functions) capture the effects of
a relationship because it is connected to otheatiogiships (within the network in which they
operate).

Some studies have introduced constructs of relstiipnquality/success. Trust was always shown to
be important (e.g., Crosby et al., 1990; Ganesa#4;1Mohr and Spekman, 1994). There have been
several studies trying to find constructs of busseelationship quality. For instance Crosby et al.
(1990) used satisfaction and trust as indicators nhi@asuring relationship quality, Mohr and
Spekman (1994) suggested that significant chaiatitesr of any successful partnership are
commitment, coordination and trust; communicatiaaldqy and participation; and conflict resolution
through joint problem solving. They used two indoca of partnership success: an objective
indicator (sales volume flowing between the dyagmhictners) and an affective measure (satisfaction
of one party with the other). In another study, &am (1994) identified trust and dependence as the
constructs that play a key role in determiningltmg-term orientation of business partners.
Storbacka et al. (1994) discussed factors affectimgtomer profitability in light of the service
guality and customer satisfaction. They (pp. 23)oceptualized a relationship profitability modelttha
“incorporates the basic sequence: service quadidd to customer satisfaction, which leads to
relationship strength, which leads to relationsloipgevity, which leads to customer relationship
profitability”. Relationship strength is their irdditor of relationship quality. Wilson and Jantrania
(1995) proposed seven characteristics for a suittessisiness-to-business relationship (i.e.

constructs of value in a relationship), which aoalgcompatibility, trust, satisfaction, investments
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structural bonds, social bonds, and the relativellef investment in alternative relationships. ¥he
emphasized that the goals of relationship developraee to create satisfactory and successful
relationships.

Based on the previous studies, Cannon and Perr@®40) specified six dimensions of business
relationship, which were information exchange, aienal linkages, legal bonds, cooperative norms,
adaptations by sellers and adaptations by buyarsedon these dimensions, they identified several
types of business relationships. They showed that types of relationship affected customer
satisfaction and evaluation of supplier performartés important to understand the outcomes of
different types of business relationships. Thegdttio investigate the customer evaluation of seppli
performance. In their study, trust has been exduftem relationship dimensions (because of
emphasis on operation elements of relationshipyvéver, it was mentioned that information sharing
(one of the considered dimensions) is unlikelydous in the absence of trust.

The construct of high quality business relationshse considered to be trust, needs fulfilment
(understanding each other’s needs), supply cha@giation, power, and profit by Naudé and Buttle
(2000). The results of a cluster analysis showatlttiere is no one measure of just what constitutes
a good relationship. Rather, there are potentidilferent types of “good” relationship, each

composed of different blends of these five attiéisut

3. Quantitative Types of Operationalization of Busiess Relationships

While the IMP Group tradition prefers to look atsimess relationshipper se i.e. atdyadic
structures, the ‘American’ tradition adopts a foa@mpany perspective within a business
relationship, i.e. anonadicstructure. However, it is unclear from a methodadal point of view
whether or not a dyadic structure necessarily astusively means gualitative operationalisation

or if there exists such a thing agjaantitative operationalizatiolof a dyad? This methodological
challenge represents the starting point for theeld@ment of different types of quantitative
operationalizations which differ with regard to ithenit of analysis. An illustrative overview ofeh

existing quantitative literature on business relahips is used to exemplify five different
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operationalizations. In general, these types cadistenguished by their progression from a purely
monadic point of view (i.e. focal company-centréa)a fully dyad point of view (i.e. relationship-

centred) (see figure 1)

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

3.1 Unit of analysis: focal company

Operationalizing business relationships based @ota company-centred point of view represents
the normal mode of quantitative research. Howewee, can distinguish two slightly different ways
of operationalization:

3.1.1. Monadic operationalizatio®ne actor within a business relationship (eitheyer or seller) is
singled out as the unit of analysis, i.e. the focaipany. Certain independent or dependent
constructs and variables are quantified (in themgta of figure 1 the construct of ‘commitment’ is
used for illustrative purposes), e.g. with regarchow strongly the actor exhibits the construct or
variable in question in the business relationshgeller: How committed is your company to the
business relationship with the buying company?”isTivay of operationalization is applied for
testing the commitment-trust theory and measumuasf tand commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
Mohr et al (1996) also apply this method to meastwenmitment in interfirm relationships
investigating the role of integration and control.

3.1.2. Antagonistic perceived monadic operatiomdion. Again, this represents a monadic
operationalization. However, in cases of antagangrceived monads, the unit of analysis is the
focal company’s perception of how the antagoniatitor in the business relationship assesses the
construct or variable: “Seller: How committed dauyihink is the buyer to the business relationship
with you?” Supplier's commitment to the retailecaptured by asking the retailer questions such as
"X is quite willing to dedicate whatever people amedources it takes to grow our sales” (Jap and
Ganesan, 2000: 243).

3.2. Unit of analysis. comparative focal company (quasi dyad)
7
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A development of the monadic view has been intredua the quantitative literature to capture the
issue that business relationship characteristiesoften measured as perceptional scores (e.g. as
levels of agreement on Likert-scales). To compaifeerdnt perceptions, an internally dyadic
operationalization can be used based on multigpamdents from one firm. However, the unit of
analysis is still a focal company.
3.2.1. Internal dyadic operationalizatioifhis operationalization uses two (or more) resjgmts to
capture their monadic perceptions relating to aabée or construct of the company vis-a-vis its
exchange partner in the business relationship (ttam be done as a classic monadic
operationalization, or a as an antagonistic peeckitnonad). The different perceptions are then
compared and a combined value is computed. “SdRespondent A: How committed is your
company to the business relationship with the bpgompany? compared to Seller, Respondent B:
How committed is your company to the business igeiahip with the buying company?”. The two
respondents forming the monads can have similastitums or hierarchy levels (in which case the
operationalization relates to the consistency wittich the variable or construct is held by differen
respondents within the focal company), or two dédfe respondents in terms of function and
hierarchy can be used, e.g. in order to find oetdfstinct perceptions of marketing versus sales
managers in assessing the variable or construgtastion.
It is noteworthy that this operationalization pme$ only a quasi dyadic perspective by focusing on
an internal dyad without forfeiting a monadic oteion regarding the business relationship.
However, even quasi dyads pose another intereshatienge regarding the comparative nature of
the two constituting components (in this case thmmitment assessments of Seller Respondent A
and Seller Respondent B). Any (quasi) dyadic opmratization calls for a way of comparing or
aggregating the different value of the dyad (usublkert-style statement scores for the relevant
variable or construct). The literature suggestesddifferent ways to accomplish this:

a. Value: In cases of value operationalizations, trerage score of the variable or construct

components are used, i.e. an overall mean sca@aslated. The individual respondent

scores may be weighted, e.g. by the respondeniativee experience levels, or the
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strength with which they believe in their statenseior example at the seller-side data is
collected from a pair of marketing executives ane average of the two responses is
calculated (Deshpandé et al., 1993). In this stuatythe other side of the business
relationship (i.e. at the buyer-side) data is @tdd from a pair of informants and
averaged.

b. Symmetry: In cases of symmetry operationalization, the scores themselves are of
interest but the degree to which these scoresajvéin this case within an internal dyad).
The simplest way is to deduct the higher score ftioenlower score to reach a symmetry
score Thus, two respondents scoring their compagyismitment as 2 and 6 on a 7-point
Likert scale would produce an unweighted value esaafr 4, the same as another two
respondents scoring 4 and 4. However, their radatiummetry scores would be 4 in the
first case (i.e. a high asymmetry of scores) anth @he second case (i.e. a perfect
symmetry).

c. Directional Symmetry: Symmetry operationalizatiaanalso indicate directionality, for
example if it is important for a research questramch kind of respondent has scored
higher. In these cases, the score of one respordé&dory (e.g. marketing managers) is
always deducted from the score of the other (eatessmanagers). This also allows
negative scores to emerge.

Unit of analysis: dyad

While the first three operationalizations exhibitn@onadic perspective regarding the research
phenomenon of the business relationships, theviasprovide real dyadic analyses and are therefore
aligned with an interaction model focusing on tharacteristics of the inter-firm relationship ifsel
The two operationalizations differ regarding tharses to capture relevant data.

4. Perceived dyadic operationalizationA perceived dyad approximates a real dyadic
operationalization by relating a monadic perspectova matching antagonistic perceived monad. As
such, the unit of analysis is the dyad itself, flee interaction as made up of the behaviours and

attitudes of the relevant actors (buyer and selldowever, the variables and constructs relating to
9
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these behaviours and attitudes are collected ooty bne side of the dyad (in our example from the
seller). Thus, in a perceived dyadic operationtitra the monadic perspective (“Seller: How
committed is your company to the business relahignwith the buying company?”) is compared to
the same seller's assessment of the buyer’s pdrgpétSeller: How committed do you think is the
buyer to the business relationship with you?”). ikg#his operationalization can be done as value,
symmetry, or directional symmetry scores. Mohr e{(1®96) apply such operationalization for
measuring collaborative communication. The deatanrounication frequency and manufacturer
communication frequency are added together fornileasure of total communication frequency.
Dependence of industrial distributor and dependesfcerganizational customer is measured by
asking the customer questions regarding their digpese on the distributor and their perception of
dependence of the distributor on them. Then thégutaie average total and asymmetry of these
scores. Asymmetry is considered by calculatingabsolute asymmetry and then the directionality
of the asymmetry is implied by two dummy variabl&his method is used by Jap and Ganesan
(2000); they measure retailer's dependence onughyigisr and retailer's perception of the supplier's
dependence both questioned from the retailer-g@dpandent. In order to aggregate these data they
calculate interdependence magnitude (the produttteofetailer's dependence on the supplier and its
perception of the supplier's dependence on thdlegtaand interdependence asymmetry (the
difference between the supplier's dependence ancktailer's dependence on the supplier).

The perceived dyad has been categorised as a tgatl, not a quasi dyad, as the logic of the
operationalization itself relates to the unit ofasis of the business relationship. However, the
component scores are collected from one focal compas such, the perceived dyadic
operationalization represents a substitute for dgaldic data, e.g. in cases where collecting dyadic
data from both interaction partners is too difftcul

5. Dyadic operationalizatianA dyadic operationalization focuses on the bussneelationships
characteristics by juxtaposing the behaviours atidudes (in our case ‘commitment to the
relationship’) as exhibited by the seller and thgdy in this relationship. Both component partha t

operationalization are collected monadically, frem the organisation exhibiting these behaviours
10
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and attitudes (and not as perceived monads). Thuers and sellers are asked the same question
about the same business relationship, and thearibeers are compared and aggregated: “Seller:
How committed is your company to the business imgiahip with the buying company?” compared
to Buyer: How committed is your company to the hass relationship with the selling company?”.
As with all dyadic and quasi dyadic operationalas, the final construct score can be calculated a
value, symmetry, or directional symmetry. Afterleoting data from a focal company as one side of
the dyads and its clients as the other side oflylaels, both value and asymmetry are assessed in th
studies of Straub et al. (2004) and Klein et aDO@ for constructs such as trust and relationship-
specific investments. In this operationalizatiosyrametry is captured on basis of dividing the lesse

value (between the buyer measure and the sellesure@ay the greater value.

Deriving a Dyadic Quantitative Operationalizations

Based on these theoretical discussions, and thtradtive categorisation of existing literature on
business relationships, it can be argued that ewtin the interaction model of the IMP tradition,
quantitative research can be used. This is dulketdaict that certain operationalizations can operat
on the level of the business relationship as th# oh analysis. However, from the different
operationalizations only the dyadic ones are conmwm&ble with IMP tradition. This implies
arguably a wider interpretation of the interactioadel, in line with a methodological pluralism. The
time and space-specificity of the interaction malphgy (Ford and Hakansson, 2006) cannot be
grasped fully with dyadic quantitative operatiomations. For ‘thick’ descriptions there is is no
alternative to qualitative research. However, thigy not be necessary or appropriate for certain

research questions.
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Figure 1: Types of quantitative operationalizatiafdbusiness relationships (examples use the
construct of ‘commitment to the business relatiguih
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Table 1: Overview of research on business relationships

Source Business relationship Method Finding
emphasis
Hakansson| The interaction process Case studies * The buying firms' need and the selling
et al.,, 1976 | in business firms' alternative influence tactics to those
relationships needs
Hakansson | Need for a new Conceptual supported by » Characteristics of interactions between
and Wootz,| approach instead of some cases buyer and sellers in industrial markets, need
1979 marketing-mix for the IMP project
Ford, 1980 | Business relationship | Conceptual based on IMP « Five stages for business relationship
development project development
e considered experience, uncertainty,
distance, commitment, adaptation as
variables for identifying the stages
H&kansson,| The importance of IMP project: Over 800 ¢ The network/interaction theory
1982 relationships, interviews using common
interactions and guestionnaires
networks in business
marketing
Ford, 1984 | The role of suppliers’ | Based on IMP project, self | « Strong association between buyers’
technical skills, administered questionnaires assessment of the technical and commergial
commercial skills and | the questionnaires are skills of their suppliers and buyers’
relationship administered after a detailed  commitment
management skills on | interview « Association between buyer assessment qf
industrial purchasers’ suppliers’ technical and commercial skills
assessment of the and suppliers’ relationship management
supplier skills
Crosby et | Relationship quality Survey in a service industry | « The relationship quality model is advanced
al., 1990 between customer and| (whole life insurance) and tested, in which consequences and
salesperson antecedents of relationship quality are
examined.
Anderson | Dyadic business Case study and a survey * Greater attention should be directed to
et al., 1994 | relationships within a | based on SEM business network context.
business network
context
Ganesan, | Determinants of long- | Mixed qualitative » Trust and dependence play key roles in
1994 term orientation in (interviews, pretest) and determining the long-term orientation of
business relationships | quantitative (mail survey) both retail buyers and their vendors.
Mohr and | Addressing the Survey on partners in ¢ Main characteristics of any successful
Spekman, | characteristics of computer manufacturer— partnership are commitment, coordination
1994 partnership that are dealer relationships and trust; communication quality and
associated with its participation; and conflict resolution
success through joint problem solving.
Storbacka | How relationship Conceptual model supported « A relationship profitability model from
et al., 1994 | quality leads to by examples from financial service quality to customer relationship
profitability services sector profitability
Wilson and | Elements of a Conceptual framework » Characteristics of a successful business-{o-
Jantrania, | successful relationship business relationship
1995 value creation
relationships
Brennan Adaptation in business| Dyadic case studies of 13 » Suggesting consideration of relevant third
and relationships inter-firm relationships party organizations in order to conduct
Turnbull, research on adaptation
1997
Ford et al., | Customers’ NA (Book) » Customers uncertainties: need, market,
1998 uncertainties and transaction; suppliers’ influence tactics:
suppliers’ influence problem-solving ability and transfer ability
tactics, suppliers’ e Suppliers’ uncertainties: capacity,
uncertainties and application, transaction; customers’
customers’ influence influence tactics: demand ability and
tactics transfer ability
Cannon Business relationship Mixed quantitative and « ldentified several types of business
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Ur

ut

nty,

and types and their qualitative: a pilot test relationship based on dimensions of

Perreault, | antecedents and followed by a pretest business relationships.

1999 outcomes followed by the final survey Types of relationship affect customer
satisfaction and evaluation of supplier
performance.

Naudé and | Relationship Quality Survey Dimensions of high quality business

Buttle, relationships: trust; needs fulfilment; supp

2000 chain integration; power; and profit
There is no one measure of just what
constitutes a good relationship. Rather,
there are potentially different types of
“good” relationship, each composed of
different blends of these five attributes.

Hakansson| Companies’ interaction| Conceptual Importance of understanding relationship

and Ford, | in business networks and networks

2002 Dependence of answers to questions abg
interactions on the specific situation and
context

Roxenhall | Written contracts Case study Contracts can be used to reduce uncertai

and Ghauri, especially when there is a lack of trust

2004 between parties.

Mouzas, Umbrella agreements Case study Parties can try to balance the need for

2006 certainty by negotiating umbrella
agreements.

Ulaga and | Differentiation through | Mixed qualitative and Relationship benefits are stronger than cq

Eggert, value creation in guantitative considerations in creating value-based

2006 business relationship differentiation.

Service support and personal interaction
the core differentiators, followed by a
supplier’'s know-how and its ability to
improve customer’s time to market; price
shows the weakest potential for
differentiation.

sts
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